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Interviewee:   AJIT SINGH 
Interviewer:  Donna Cheng 
Date:   19 December 2016 
Location:  Singapore 
 
00:00:19 
Donna Cheng 
 
Thank you for being part of Digital Narratives of Asia. This is our special series of 
fifty years of ASEAN (Association of Southeast Asian Nations).  You were 
Malaysia’s first ASEAN secretary-general back in 1993. Tell us what was it like, 
during your term, that five-year term, because ASEAN has come a long way? 
 
00:00:35 
Ajit Singh 
 
I’m very fond of describing my time in ASEAN as the golden years, simply 
because we were doing so well economically, as a grouping. We were registering 
nearly double-digit growth rates. We were getting FDIs (Foreign direct 
investments) more than all the other developing countries. On the political side, 
the cold war had ended. The Kampuchean problem had been resolved by have 
Paris Peace Talks in October ’91. So again, the region was at peace. The efforts 
that we had earlier implemented, or proposed, like for instance, the “Zone of 
Peace Freedom and Neutrality”, now we could work on that. There was also a 
very, very good opportunity to have reconciliation amongst the countries. We 
could now talk about country, a Southeast Asia of ten countries. So, the time 
when I came in, at 1993, were a very blessed time, I would say. 
 
00:01:56 
Donna Cheng 
 
Right now, there are really some challenging times ahead. 
 
00:01:59 
Donna Cheng 
 
The South China Sea dispute. The Rohingyan situation. What’s your take on 
those? How should ASEAN respond? Like you said, you can’t take it at this point 
in time. So, we’re asking you, given the historical perspectives that you carry, and 
ASEAN’s development the past fifty years. 
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00:02:17 
Ajit Singh 
 
The thinking also of the government's change over time, and over issues. At one 
time, one leader might be saying, non-interference in internal affairs, but they 
wouldn't mind commenting on the situation in the Rohingya’s human rights 
violations somewhere else. Once that happens, and then the other side starts to 
respond likewise. Then your principles are gone, and what really emerges from 
that is some misunderstandings will arise, and it will take some time before the 
feathers are unruffled.  It’ll take some time. This is why the Rohingya issue is, to 
me, a very sensitive issue, and it's best discussed quietly as we all always do in 
ASEAN. Quietly, without the glare of publicity. But when a leader, or a country, 
makes it as a domestic issue to strengthen his position, then we are deviating 
from our own policies that we advocate. So, it's very important to understand 
what are the principles that we have laid down right from the beginning have 
been done there for very, very good reasons. There were some skirmishes across 
the border, between Thailand and Cambodia over the temple. There was some 
heat generated. But still, things worked out quietly within ASEAN. 
 
00:04:29 
Donna Cheng 
 
So that’s the ASEAN way. Respect. Is it like giving respect and giving face to some 
extent? 
 
00:04:36 
Ajit Singh 
 
That's right. Face is very important. We put more heart as well. You are sensitive 
about the other person’s feelings, and in countries like Japan and Indonesia, even 
Thailand, Malaysia, you will not… fairly rarely, to have someone telling you, “No, 
no, I can’t do this for you.” They will just smile quietly, or sometimes, they just 
keep quiet. 
 
00:05:05 
Donna Cheng 
 
The silence, right? I think that's it... silence is a… not Yes? 
 
00:05:09 
Ajit Singh 
 
No. Silence is a definite position that has been taken. An outsider will not 
understand it. As an Asian, you understand it, because he didn't reply. He’s 
sensitive about it, or he's embarrassed at saying anything, don't push it.  
 
00:05:31 
Donna Cheng 
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And just leave it? 
 
00:05:32 
Ajit Singh 
 
No, not just leave it, but next time you're on the golf course or, something like 
that. Then say, “You said that… do you really think that it's possible?” Then 
slowly you start talking. 
 
00:05:46 
Donna Cheng 
 
Is it that golf strategy thing that you talked about? Or that… not just you. A couple 
of Asian leaders use that. 
 
00:05:53 
Ajit Singh 
 
Let me say this, right from the time ASEAN was found, if you go to Cameron 
Highlands, on one of the holes there, is… they say that: This course is dedicated 
to the ASEAN leaders, who played golf here. So, it has been one of those games. 
It’s come to be known as a diplomatic game, which most diplomats play. The 
kind of friendship, and the banter that goes on during the time you play. You 
come back to the clubhouse, you’re having a drink. All those are bonding factors, 
very important. They do talk about serious things when they’re there. So yes, it 
was a popular game that was played, and it helped a great deal. Unfortunately, 
now I don't think they're playing golf as much.  
 
00:07:00 
Donna Cheng 
 
Your time as a leader, you were there, what you called the golden years, but it 
also was a time when Myanmar was admitted to ASEAN. You would have faced 
tremendous pressure. Not just, I don’t think within ASEAN, but more outside.  
 
00:07:16 
Ajit Singh 
 
Within ASEAN, no. Within ASEAN indirectly, because some of the countries 
were… pressure was being brought on them as well, to block this move. In 
Jakarta, I did not face that kind of direct pressure on me from any outside, or 
local source to say, “Don't continue with this.” I was allowed to... but I carried on 
whatever I was doing. But I could sense that at the meetings--when we used to 
discuss issues relating to the technical aspects, whether these countries were 
ready, all the CLMV (Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar, Viet Nam) countries--there 
used to be some tough questionings by some ASEAN countries. You got the 
impression that, we have all decided that Myanmar, they’re going to be part of 
ASEAN. The political decision, in a sense, was already taken. The mandate given 
to the Secretary-General was, “Please go over to these countries, and see what 
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kind of technical assistance they need, and how ready are they to join ASEAN?” I 
was not going… being asked to go there. Can you look into their policies on 
human rights, and child labour, and things like that: what type of government 
they have, how is it going to affect us?” No, that were not those issues. As far as I 
was concerned, the mandate was very clear. See what you can do to help, and 
how technically ready they are to join ASEAN, and whether they are… the criteria 
given was, number one, do sign the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation? Are you 
prepared to subscribe to all the ASEAN declarations communiqués, that have 
been issued from ‘67 until now? Do you subscribe to them, or do you have any 
objections to any one of them? That's number two. Number three, are you 
prepared to undertake the financial obligations of being a member, which is 
equal contribution. Number four, are you prepared to have embassies in all the 
ASEAN countries? Because some of these CLMV countries didn't have them. 
Number five, English is the official working language in ASEAN. Vietnamese or 
French, no. You have to start speaking English. Those were the only criteria we 
had.  
 
The criteria were not your human rights records, or what kind of a dictatorship, 
or military government, or Communist government that you have. That was not 
there. So, when I was sent to these countries, it was with this mission in mind, to 
help them, and to prepare them. So, there was that, the pressure of course was 
very great, and I remember when I was giving a press conference in Myanmar, 
the whole room was full of foreign journalists, CNN (Cable News Network), and 
all that. They were really quizzing me. But I stuck to what I said, and I even told 
the press, I said, “As far as I'm concerned, Myanmar conforms to all the criteria of 
ASEAN, and more as compared with Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia.” Why? 
Because look, Myanmar was a member of the UN (United Nations) even before 
we became independent, a founder member. They had a Secretary-General, who 
was a Myanmarese. Myanmar was invited to join ASEAN in 1967, as one of the 
original founders. But they felt that because at that time, the region was divided 
between Communist and anti-Communist, or non-Communist, they didn't want 
to get involved, non-aligned policy. So, they stayed away. They speak English 
because they had the English there, all their rules and regulations. 
 
00:12:45 
Donna Cheng 
 
You were really clear. What are some, going to yourself now, personally right, 
what are some of the values that you think have carried you through your job, 
helming ASEAN, as well as in your career as a diplomat? You have come across 
really clear to me. 
 
00:13:02 
Ajit Singh 
 
Yes, of course, I have thought about it a lot. I recognise that, the five years as 
Secretary-General of ASEAN, were the best years of my life, most productive. 
Thirty years I was with the Malaysian Foreign Service. If I had retired from the 
Foreign Service, what would I be? I retired as a civil servant. I have travelled, I 
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have been to a number of countries as ambassador. At the end of the day, you say 
to yourself, “What have I achieved?” As a civil servant, you are a cog in the 
machine. You have no personality. When I became Secretary-General, I was head 
of an organisation, ten countries. You have been given a set task: Implement 
AFTA (ASEAN Free Trade Area); get the four members ready for joining ASEAN; 
and set up the secretariat in such a way, that member countries will feel 
confident that they’re doing very well. We should continue, and maybe even 
strengthen the secretariat. If I had goofed, it would be a disaster. Member 
countries would say, “You see, we had so and so, that's what happened. We gave 
him all the powers in the end what did he do?” So, I was very conscious of that. 
That I was the first in line of the Secretary-Generals, who were brought in under 
a different mandate with different expectations. So, then I came into my own, my 
personality evolved. You are leading a team in the secretariat of your staff. You’re 
barely getting them to work together. All made to think of ASEAN. I used to tell 
my staff, think ASEAN, sleep ASEAN, eat ASEAN. Forget you're a Singaporean, or 
Bruneian, or Thai. Because they had come from different backgrounds when they 
were recruited. One of the other things that happened at the Singapore Summit 
was that, the Secretary-General was allowed to recruit his staff directly through 
advertisements in the different countries, interview them, and bring them on 
board. They were no longer government officers.  
 
00:16:11 
Donna Cheng 
 
So, you brought in people that you knew you could work with? 
 
00:16:13 
Ajit Singh 
 
I didn't know any one of them.  
 
00:16:15 
Donna Cheng 
 
I mean as… through the interview process, you would have known that this is 
what would make the team work. 
 
00:16:17 
Ajit Singh 
 
That’s right, on paper, yes. They were interviewed, but not by me. The UNDP 
(United Nations Development Programme), and the others. There was an 
interview board, and from what I know, there were about seven thousand 
applications, and about twenty of them were chosen. So, they had come from the 
media, they had come from, background… universities, NGOs (Non Governmental 
Organizations), very few from the government. I really didn't want to get a 
government servant, because a government servant’s mentality is so different. I 
have been with the government for thirty years. The first thing you do, you come 
up with a project, he will say, “No, cannot be done.” He will give you all the 
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reasons why it is so difficult to find a way to solve the problem. Somehow or 
other, it's ingrained in them to think more of difficulties, rather than look into the 
possibilities of how a thing can be done. That was the most frustrating part when 
I was growing up in the civil service, that their mindset was like that.  
 
00:17:32 
Donna Cheng 
 
How are you different then? You were in the service, you were part of the civil 
service, how do you have a different…? 
 
00:17:37 
Ajit Singh 
 
The only way was that I wouldn't, for instance say, “No”, or I wouldn't say, “I 
don't know, Ok?” I will say, “Yes. Please let me go and check. I'm not sure.” If I 
didn't know, or if I didn't know how to do it, I will go and find out, talk to people, 
and then maybe come back next time, tell my senior officer, “It can be done but 
these are the difficulties, and this is the option for you.” 
 
00:18:09 
Donna Cheng 
 
So, would you say that this is one of the key things that has helped you in your 
work with ASEAN as well? 
 
00:18:15 
Ajit Singh 
 
Yes, and I kept telling my staff, I said, “I don't want to hear you telling me 
difficulties about…” in any case they were civil servants as I said. These were in 
fact, their thinking was more, very loose, as a reporter, sorry... 
 
00:18:32 
Donna Cheng 
 
It’s okay. Always open, keep your mind open. 
 
00:18:37 
Ajit Singh 
 
They write what is in their mind. They don't really worry about what they’re 
saying. As a diplomat, I'm trained in reading every word, and making sure the 
comma is in the proper place, the full stop is in the right place. All the i's, and 
dots, and t's are crossed, because the life blood of a diplomat is negotiations. 
Negotiations is over a piece of paper, a language, and words count. The simple 
word, “a new economic order”, and “the economic new order”, we fought for a 
long time in the UN, trying just to decide on that. So, this are the kinds of issue. I 
didn't want the ASEAN Secretariat to be bogged down in this. “Look, this is our 
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mandate. Let's just go ahead and do it.” If we are wrong, let them tell us, and then 
we will work around it, see what can be done. But don't start off by telling me, 
“No”.  
 
00:19:45 
Donna Cheng 
 
What would you say to leaders who are, even those who are in ASEAN right now, 
and what ASEAN’s going to face currently, and what’s to come? 
 
00:19:54 
Ajit Singh 
 
One of the things that I found with ASEAN leaders, particularly the time when I 
was involved, we had some very great leaders, who are very visionary, and 
forward-looking. We had the Lee Kuan Yews. We had the Mahathirs. We had the 
Suhartos. We had Thaksin, and we had a couple of Filipino leaders. They were 
able to look at things in a very, very broad perspective. But the problem was, in 
ASEAN, the tradition was that the summit would meet… in the first place, when 
they signed the Bangkok Declaration, it was signed by the foreign ministers, not 
by the heads. The heads did not meet from 1967--formation of ASEAN--until 
1976, First Summit, Bali. Because the fall of Vietnam in ’75. ’77, met in Bangkok... 
KL (Kuala Lumpur), because it was the tenth anniversary. Then for another ten 
years, they didn't have a summit meeting. In ’87, Aquino just became president. 
So, the lack of… the leaders were not meeting, I think made a great difference, 
because then you don't have the compulsion, motivation, at the lower level to 
meet the deadlines. There were no deadlines. We'll have cooperation on 
fisheries, and we have cooperation on drugs, and this and that. What kind of 
cooperation? How? When? Why? Nothing, no detail. You work out the… 
 
00:22:00 
Donna Cheng 
 
So, you need the political will in some sense, when you have your top leaders 
meeting, and you were driving it. 
 
00:22:02 
Ajit Singh 
 
The drive, yes. The will is there, but whether they meet, and then when you send 
a report to the leaders, you got to tell them, “Ok, since your last meeting, these 
are the things we have achieved in this timeline, and these are the things that are 
still left over,” things like that. But there was no such a thing during the early 
years of ASEAN. With these leaders, they were not only concerned about the here 
and now as I said, they were able to think ahead. Where are we going? What do 
we need for ASEAN? Think a little bit more broadly, and I think that probably 
came up in your discussions with the Prime Minister, former Prime Minister 
Mahathir. You probably get it, these too in the others... and even the ministers 
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have that kind of foresight, where their thinking is different from the 
bureaucrats. 
 
00:23:09 
Donna Cheng 
 
You have been with ASEAN, your five years, but your career as a diplomat, spans 
much longer. As you spoke about it earlier, clearly ASEAN is something that’s set 
in your heart like deep. But what has been driving you in all these years, as a 
leader? 
 
00:23:27 
Ajit Singh 
 
I wouldn't really call myself a leader, and … 
 
00:23:29 
Donna Cheng 
 
Of course, you are, you represent Malaysia wherever you go.  
 
00:23:32 
Ajit Singh 
 
Yes, again, even as an ambassador, you're not a leader. You're just given a job to 
do, alright? Three years, and you come back. A leader would be someone, who is 
in a position to make things happen. An ambassador cannot make things happen. 
He only follows instructions. You’re there to further the interests of your 
country, to put it very broadly: economics, cultural, education, defense, all that. 
So, you have those broad parameters, that's all you can do. You cannot say that, 
“Why don't we have a free trade area between Malaysia and the Federal Republic 
of Germany?” You have no business to say that, because that‘s not your role. It’s 
also not your mandate.  
 
So that's why I said, the areas where you can manoeuver as a leader, very 
limited. As a Secretary-General, you have much more leeway than a delegate 
attending an ASEAN meeting. Why? Because you have the access to the ministers, 
you have access to the heads. You know their thinking, and therefore you can be 
a little bit more liberal in your interpretation of the actions that are being talked 
about, or recommended at the lower level. Because if you find that these 
recommendations are really not going to get you anywhere, and it's not going to 
make an impact, and what the ministers, and what the leaders want is something 
different, you’re in a position to know that. You can then slowly try and shape the 
position of the leaders, I mean the bureaucrats. That’s the difference. 
 
00:25:56 
Donna Cheng 
 
You’re still very shaped as a person, by the diplomatic roles you have had to play. 
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00:26:00 
Ajit Singh 
 
Yes of course. Being a diplomat for thirty years, it’s in your system. It’s automatic, 
even working in the private sector, when you see a letter, or draft sent to you, 
and you say, “My god, what a terrible letter this is.” [Both laugh] So, you’re 
always very guarded by what you say. You have to think about the effects of what 
you say is going to be on the other person. You learn to think little bit more 
slowly than the others, because you have to find the right response. That's why I 
didn't like giving live video conferences. If you ask you me to write, then I have 
time to think, and use of right words, and the right phrases to express myself. 
 
00:27:02 
Donna Cheng 
Final words on the next fifty years for ASEAN. What would you have to say? 
 
00:27:08 
Ajit Singh 
 
My message, we should do more in the next fifty years than we have now. We 
didn't really talk about the integration problem of the country, because it is still a 
big issue. Public awareness of ASEAN is a big issue. Involvement of the people in 
ASEAN is a big issue. So, there are still a lot of things to be done in ASEAN. What 
we have essentially done in the last fifty years is to give it a legal personality. We 
have set all the foundations and erected the pillars. The next fifty years will be... 
having nice designs for the house and windows and putting in nice draperies and 
cushions and covers with the right style, and right colour schemes. In other 
words, all the details that are necessary to make that house livable, pretty. 
People coming in, and they’ll see the house, “Wah, so warm this house…” 
 
00:28:10 
Donna Cheng 
 
So, the ASEAN 2025 vision, is that what you’re looking at, where ASEAN becomes 
more integrated? 
 
00:28:17 
Ajit Singh 
 
Yes, part of it, yes. Because integration is not a process that is only for one year, 
or two years, or five years. It’s an ongoing process. You’re never really integrated 
until the Vietnamese, and the Myanmarese, and the Indonesians, and all of us can 
think of ourselves as ASEAN, and that’s a long, long way to go. 
 
00:28:46 
Donna Cheng 
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So, the economic progress or the economic cooperation that we’ve achieved so 
far is just one step. 
 
00:28:56 
Ajit Singh 
 
And a good, strong step. 
 
00:28:58 
Donna Cheng 
 
Strong step?  
 
00:28:58 
Ajit Singh 
 
Yes. Because the economic foundations and the economic fundamentals, once 
they are established, will give a spurt to creating a greater awareness. Because 
now you can see that even with AFTA, people talk about AFTA. People talk about 
sending goods from one country to another at very low tariff rates. They’re 
beginning to see things are moving, even though they may not have an ASEAN 
travel card, or an ASEAN passport as such. Yet when you’re travelling from one 
country or another, some ASEAN nationals don’t have to have a visa. You can get 
a visa on arrival at the airport. So, those kinds of steps are being taken. On the 
question of investments, other areas, apart from trade improvisation like in 
services, having a common investment area, all these will help to strengthen the 
feeling of oneness in ASEAN. When you’re in a position of responsibility, each 
generation will... as they come in, they will make the change. We made a change 
to those who set up ASEAN. Those who are going to take over from us, building 
upon what we have put up, they will have to create an ASEAN based on the 
conditions that are prevalent, and conducive to the strengthening of ASEAN. 
 
00:31:00 
Donna Cheng 
 
I’ll just borrow your quote there when you say, the idea will have to find its time. 
When it does, it’ll happen. . 
 
00:31:05 
Ajit Singh 
 
That’s right, and it will be a slow process. 
 
